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Everyone at BSNY knows Diana Byer as the founder and artistic 

director of New York Theatre Ballet, but who exactly is this poised, 
elegant woman with the mild South Jersey accent? How did she get 
here? What motivates her? When asked to describe Diana Byer, one 
awed parent answered, “She looks like she’s 45!” 

After asking a sampling of BSNY students and parents for their 
impressions of Diana, a keen portrait emerged.  Diana is an artist, a 
teacher and a leader. 

“Serious, determined, dedicated” As difficult as it is to believe, 
looking at this trim 65-year old who still has a ballerina’s body, Diana 
started dance classes at the age of three because she was overweight. 

continued on page 3 

In the Dressing Room  
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How to Make a Bun 
Watch the video on the site below to see Diana Byer’s  

tutorial on proper ballet buns 
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Y0AMVrJYS3g 
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In the Green Room 

Students at work and play 

 

 
 

 
Amanda Phillips, Pre-Ballet III, 
celebrated her 6th birthday at the 
Land of Sweets Gala, and she 
was thrilled to perform for 
Opening Night of The 
Nutcracker. Having her friends 
and family there to see the show 
and celebrate her birthday made 
for a special evening indeed! 

Tamar Mintz, Pre-Ballet II, 
dancing the polka with her friend 

Amanda and her friends pose 
with The Nutcracker cast 
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Beginning with a modern dance 
class in Trenton, NJ, she switched 
to ballet at the age of seven and has 
never looked back. “Since my first 
class,” Diana said, “I knew I 
wanted to be a dancer and never 
even thought of another career.” 

“Difficult at times, demanding, 
meticulous, intelligent” It was in 
New York City that Diana found 
her most significant influences. In 
1964, she became a pupil of 
Antony Tudor at The Juilliard 
School. One of the greats of 20th 
century choreography, Tudor 
believed that stripping away a 
dancer’s ego was paramount to 
making a character come alive. 
Tudor brought the ballet mistress 
Margaret Craske from England to 
teach; Diana credits Craske as her 
greatest inspiration and mentor. 

Craske was herself a disciple of 
Enrico Cecchetti, the tremendously 
gifted teacher who taught 
luminaries such as Anna Pavlova. 
Cecchetti devised a syllabus of set 
exercises, one for each day of the 
week, and created complex, 
supplementary exercises, all 
repeated regularly. Using his 
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technique, students internalize 
basic principles rather than merely 
imitating movements. 

Craske emphasized strong, basic 
technique along with a purity of 
line and simplicity of style. She 
believed that “there is no room in 
the world for dancers running 
around the stage and then kicking 
their left ear – that doesn’t mean a 
thing.” She believed that 
movement must serve a purpose 
and must be made with 
deliberation, focus and clarity in 
order to show virtuosity, precision, 
musicality and strength – dance as 
a total art form. 

“Hard-working, strict, creative, 
thoughtful” A rigorous and 
exacting teacher, Craske, along 
with Tudor, teachers Alfredo 
Corvino, Sarah Stackhouse (Limón 
Technique), and Helen McGehee 
(Graham Technique) shaped 
Diana’s dancing philosophy as she 
performed as a soloist for Les 
Grands Ballets Canadiens, the 
New York City Opera, the Juilliard 
Ensemble, New York City Ballet 
touring company and the 
Manhattan Festival Ballet. Her 
professional dance career began at 
age seventeen and continues to the 
present. It has taken her to Italy, 
France and Hungary, and in 1978 
led her to found New York 
Theatre Ballet and Ballet School 
NY. Her intent has always been to 
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bring contemporary and classic 
chamber ballets to diverse 
audiences at affordable prices, and 
to provide the comprehensive 
training necessary to give the next 
generation of dancers a first-rate 
foundation for classical ballet. The 
LIFT Community Service Program 
followed in 1989, to bring the joy 
and structure of dance to children 
from disadvantaged backgrounds. 

“Generous, careful, kind, a 
straight shooter” Pam Lobdell, 
whose child Xisco Monroe is in 
Ballet III and whose two older 
children are BSNY alumni, is well 
versed in the world of professional 
arts. Her children have performed 
on Broadway, at Lincoln Center 
and Brooklyn Academy of Music. 
She admires BSNY for its “positive 

 

 

platform as a whole.” For her, the 
school teaches the technical 
aspects of ballet but also provides  
invaluable personal care and 
attention. Pam describes Diana as 
“an   amazing   teacher  who  works  

continued from page 1,  

Ms. Byer:  Who Is She? 
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with the dancer, not just their feet 
and legs.”  

Elena Hanson, mother of Izzy 
Hanson-Johnston in Ballet III, 
confirms Pam’s observations about 

Diana and her genuine concern for 
her students. “Diana really watches 
the kids, their bodies, their 
emotional states, as well as their 
ballet technique.” Elena fully 
appreciated this after her daughter 
worked for two years in Billy Elliot, 
where the raked stage and extreme 
physical demands of the show 
threatened to damage her 
daughter’s future as a performer. 
However, Diana’s extensive 
knowledge and experience and her 
willingness to work with Izzy – to 
observe her body alignment, 
suggest exercises, chiropractors 
and massage therapists – helped 
them navigate successfully the 
challenging world of Broadway. 
Elena is certain that, “without 
Diana’s personal touch, Izzy would 
never have been able to walk away 
from Billy intact.”  
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“Expects the best of you” Diana 
knows that many of her students 
will not pursue a professional 
dance career, but she hopes that 
they will grow up loving and 
appreciating dance, music and live 
performance. Diana demands that 
her students work seriously in 
class; one of her main goals at 
BSNY is to improve students’ 
work ethic. She believes that “to 
become a dancer takes 20% talent 
and 80% work.” However, “class is 
not work; work is when a student 
practices on his/her own, reads 
about the art form, explores 
museums, and attends music, 
dance and theatre performances.” 
This same work ethic that Diana 
encourages will take a child far in 
any chosen field. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“A  great director, honest, young 
at heart” Over the years, Diana 
has seen it all: a child’s Sheep  
bloomers fall down during a 
performance of The Nutcracker; a 
dancer break her foot during a 
show and still finish the 
performance. Things don’t always 
go smoothly, and she is not 
perfect. She is, however, a woman 
who is serious, passionate and 
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knowledgeable about ballet, a 
woman who cares deeply for the 
well-being of each of her students.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And on top of all this, of course, 
she still looks like she’s 45! 

 

 

“to become a dancer 
takes 20% talent and 

80% work.” 

Ballet 
by Raina Hussain, Ballet I 

Ballet, 
Ballet is a wonderful thing! 
You can do so many things like: 

Jump 
         like 
              Snowflakes! 
Fall 
         like 
              Leaves! 
Even Hum 
         like a 
              Hummingbird! 

What do you want to learn to do? 
You can: 
       Spin, 
               Waltz, 
                      Jump; 
       Bend, 
               Stretch, and 
                     More too! 



Stage Door, a Ballet School New York newsletter Issue 1, February 2012 

5 

Interview with Steven Melendez, NYTB Principal Dancer 
by Sophia Mintz 

 

“Learn from 
the people 

around you and 
be ready to take 

chances.” 

The Reviews 
recent events 

1

The Nutcracker –   
The premiere of Keith Michael’s 
new version of The Nutcracker was a 
resounding success. With over 98% 
attendance at Florence Gould Hall, 
the show was hailed by The New 
York Observer on December 20th as 
“enchanting,” “completely 
ingenious,” “musical and inventive 
– and fun.” Reviewer Robert 
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Gottlieb called NYTB “always 
intelligent and attractive.” 

Land of the Sweets Gala 
The December 9th fundraiser 
brought in $9,005 for the 
company, including 174 paid 
tickets, $400 in gift table sales, 
and $320 in raffle sales. Thank 
you to all of the volunteers for 
their hard work! 

 

1

Described as “riveting” by 

Alastair Macaulay of The New York 
Times, Steven Melendez joined 
New York Theatre Ballet in 2001 
as an apprentice after training at 
Ballet School NY and the School 
of American Ballet. He was 
promoted to Principal Dancer in 
2006. Since then, he has performed 
leading roles in many notable 
works with the Company and has 
danced internationally in 
Argentina, Estonia, New Zealand, 
Thailand, Venezuela and elsewhere. 

Sophia Mintz: You began your 
ballet training at BSNY as part of 
the LIFT program, an outreach 
program for at-risk and homeless 
youth started by Ms. Byer and 
NYTB in 1989, when you were 
seven. What were your first 
impressions of ballet and BSNY? 

Steven Melendez: When I was 
younger, I never had dreams of 
being a ballet dancer. I was more 
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interested in football and 
computers. I think that made my 
first impression of BSNY a little 
skeptical. I had never seen a ballet 
before. I am not even sure that I 
knew men danced ballet, too. After 
the first class, I remember enjoying 
myself and thinking that it would 
be neat to continue. However, it 
wasn’t until a year later, when I was 
cast as a mouse in The Nutcracker, 
that I realized just how much I 
enjoyed ballet. It was only then that 
I thought that I could become 
more serious. 

Sophia: How did your life change 
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once you began studying at BSNY 
on a LIFT Scholarship? 

Steven: The LIFT program was 
something the adults talked about. 
I’m not sure that when I was seven 
I understood what the program was 
or even that I was part of it. It felt 
more like any other class trip, group 
outing or after school event. I think 
this is what made it so comfortable 
to fit into. 

Sophia: Did you love ballet from 
the start of your studies or did it 
develop over time? 

continued on page 7 
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I was never very fond of going to 

ballet class, but I always loved 
watching ballet. Whether classical 
or modern, grand hall, or recital 
quality, a performance never fails 
to move me. And now I am lucky 
enough to be accompanied by my 
almost seven-year old daughter. 
Mind you, she had to have her eyes 
covered in some “avant-garde” 
performances and had to be pulled 
back from balcony railings after 
springing to her feet and yelling “I 
love you” at the top of her lungs at 
the end of particularly 
unforgettable performances. 

I have often felt that my reactions 
have been somewhat similar to hers 
– emotional but without much 
background knowledge. I had a 
somewhat dry knowledge about the 
history of ballet and only a basic 
grasp of appreciating technique. 
Though I have willed myself to 
plough through many books on 
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dance, most of the time I felt 
drowned in technical terms and 
concluded that the book was aimed 
at experts and not mere mortals like 
myself. And then I read Apollo’s 
Angels by Jennifer Homans, which 
gave me a fresh pair of eyes. 

Apollo’s Angels is an immensely 
enjoyable read. Written by a retired 
professional dancer who has put 
forth a very concise and well-edited 
history of ballet which flows at an 
easy pace. It’s hard to believe that 
such a petite volume, only 672 
pages, holds the entire history of 
ballet and the reader never loses 
interest once.  I imagine academics 
would disagree on some finer 
points, but the essential bulk of 
ballet history is very well presented; 
diverse schools and actors, as well 
as contemporary figures, are placed 
brilliantly within the historical 
context. It’s a good example of a 
non-fiction page-turner. The black-
and-white pictures are few but well 
selected and illustrative. 
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My daughter particularly enjoyed 
the original drawing of the five 
positions. 

The only minor drawback of the 
book is the pessimism of the 
author regarding the future of 
ballet. Especially after following the 
growing energy and popularity of 
ballet throughout the world and 
centuries, the author’s curt and dry 
epilogue, entitled “The Masters Are 
Dead and Gone” is not the 
crescendo I was hoping for. 
However this section is rather brief 
and doesn’t take away from the 
brilliance of the main body of the 
work. I viewed it as the author’s 
opinion on the current state of 
ballet rather than authoritative 
information. Bottom line: Apollo’s 
Angels is a thoroughly enjoyable 
and informative must read for any 
dance enthusiast. 

 

Apollo’s Angels 
by Jennifer Homans 

Reviewed by Sehnaz Cin Sensoy 

 

New York Theatre Ballet’s 
Angels 



Stage Door, a Ballet School New York newsletter Issue 1, February 2012 

7 

continued from page 5 
Interview with Steven Melendez 

From Christina Paolucci, executive 
director/associate artistic director of 
NYTB & former NYTB dancer: 

 
“Terry and I met at NYTB on 

September 13, 1996 and have been 
together ever since!  It is very 

meaningful and special to have our 
son, Alexander James, be so 

welcomed into the NYTB family. He 
has already been to our new 

Nutcracker, Dance on a Shoestring, 
and The Alice-in-Wonderland Follies. 

Bringing AJ to Alice was extra special 
for Terry and me, because he and I 
were the original Alice and White 

Rabbit!” 

in the Wings 
     staff and alumni news 

LIFT alumna Loretta Young writes 
that she is a senior at SUNY New 
Paltz, majoring in History with a 

minor in Asian Studies. She recently 
returned from a semester abroad in 

Chiang Mai, Thailand where she 
taught English to children with 

autism and Down Syndrome.  She 
includes, “My success would not 
have been possible without the 

support and encouragement from the 
directors and dancers of NYTB & 

BSNY.” 
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Steven: I am an unusual ballet 
dancer in that I have not had a 
passion for dance since the 
moment I could first walk, like so 
many other dancers. My interest, 
enjoyment and passion for the 
stage have developed over time and 
are still developing. 

Sophia: The LIFT program 
identifies talented young people 
with the potential to become 
dancers, but it is also a mentoring 
program to give them the tools to 
be successful in life, whether in 
dance or another field. Was there 
ever a moment when you 
questioned whether a career in 
ballet was for you? 

Steven: There are lots of other 
things that are interesting to me 
that I can imagine myself doing 
professionally if I had started when 
I was younger. I think that this 
diversity of interests makes dancing 
more fun and less work. The times 
I question my career the most are 
when I am injured. I have been 
lucky to avoid major injuries, but I 
have suffered through a broken 
ankle, a torn ligament in the sole of 
my foot, and a herniated disc in my 
back that kept me out for over six 
months. When the doctors were 
telling me about the surgical 
options, and how they thought it 
was unlikely that I would be able to 
bend backwards after they had 
shaved the vertebrae down, I was 
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scared. Each of these injuries 
brought home the fragility of my 
career and made me wonder if I 
had made the right choice. 
Choosing to be a ballet dancer is 
sometimes like choosing to play in 
traffic. It is difficult, a little 
dangerous and at any moment 
something catastrophic might 
happen. Or maybe I am just 
clumsy. 

Sophia: Since your days as a 
student at BSNY, your career has 
taken you around the world and 
then back to your roots at NYTB. 
What advice would you give young 
students who want to have a ballet 
career? 

Steven: Take advantage of as many 
experiences as you can when you 
are young. Go see big companies 
and small companies and watch 
videos at home and online. Learn 
from the people around you and be 
ready to take chances. 

Sophia: Thank you so much! We 
look forward to seeing you 
perform in The Alice-in-Wonderland 
Follies on February 10th and 11th. 
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Call Time 
upcoming events 

Buy tickets to both  
The Alice-in-Wonderland Follies (2/11 & 12) and 

Sleeping Beauty (3/10 & 11)  
and get a 10% discount! 

For BSNY families only. Available in the office. 

 

Attend Princess Aurora & Prince Desiré’s  
Royal Ball on March 3, 3:30-5:00 pm at BSNY.  
Dress up, learn to waltz, and enjoy magical crafts 

and scrumptious treats.  
$50 per ticket.   

All proceeds go to NYTB/BSNY.  

30 East 31st Street, 5th Floor 
New York, New York 10016 

telephone 212-679-0401 * fax 212-679-8171 * email info@nytb.org 
www.nytb.org 

Richard Berman Mary McLarnon Kas Rigas 
Martine Guerrier Grace McNulty Julie Turaj 
Alan R. Kusinitz Catherine O’Hara Cynthia Wong 
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Christina Paolucci & Terence Duncan 
as the original Alice & White Rabbit, 

2003 

New York Theatre Ballet Board of Directors 
Sarah Frank, chair 


